Abstract
a crucial stage in the life of any organism, including birds. Birds are inevitably influenced by their environment and may be especially vulnerable to fluctuating environmental conditions early in life during the period of development. Encountering unfavourable environmental conditions may cause the phenotype to deviate from normal ontogenetic development thereby causing developmental plasticity (Bernt et al., 2009) .
A period of low food availability is a challenge that young birds are likely to experience because during development, chicks need to allocate their available energy between maintenance, growth and maturation, and food availability, consequently, plays a crucial role during this period. Depending on the amount of stored food reserves and how energy is allocated between different energy-consuming tasks, growth and maturation will sooner or later decline in chicks facing severe food shortage (Brzek and Konarzewski, 2001 and Moe et al., 2005a, b) .
Growth, fat development and sexual maturation are related developmental processes having important implications in the production of animal protein (Oruwari, 1998) , in a more concise term, physical growth and physiological development of animals are linked and interdependent. Nutrition is the key exogenous determinant of the rate of growth of gross tissue depots (bone, muscle, adipose and total body lipid reserves) and organs, and the associated attainment of sexual maturity.
However, age and physical development are two factors mostly considered when determining proper time to breed farm animals because individual animals vary in their rate of development and that the roles of chronological age, body weight and body composition in initiation of sexual maturity in Japanese quail are inseparable.
Therefore, the study of sexual development of an animal involves how the growth and maturation patterns of tissue or part of the reproductive system take place as well as the identification of those factors that could affect these developments (Garcia-Tomas et al, 2008). Some of the factors required to trigger sexual maturity are attainment of minimal mass of body protein, minimal quantity of body fat, particular ratio of fat to lean mass, optimal body mass and age etc. but cautious approach is needed to identify the actual mechanism involved Chen et al., (2007) .
The foregoing may perhaps be some of the reasons why Yildiz et al. (2006) indicated that multiple threshold traits associated with growth and body composition are critical for the onset of sexual maturity in Japanese quail. Aftab et al., (2006) , reported from studies on low protein diet that supply of dietary protein resulted in increased body fat accretion (layering).
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Some advantages of the Japanese quail such as the short generation interval, early sexual maturity (within 6-8 weeks) with feed requirement of less than 1kg, hardy nature, minimal space requirement for raising and production of low cholesterol products (meat and egg), if manipulated with feed adjustments will affect body weight/composition and hormonal concentration and therefore its sexual maturation. This study will therefore determine how feeding intensity of the quail from day old will relatively affect the performance characteristics and the onset of sexual maturity onset in Japanese quail.
Materials and Methods

Location of the Experiment and Animals
Two hundred day old Japanese quails (Coturnix coturnix japonica) of mixed sexes were sourced from the National Veterinary Research Institute Vom. The birds were raised in deep litter system in the Rivers State University of Science and Technology Teaching and Research farm. Birds were fed with conventional quail diets in two phases (Table 1) . Phase one, the starter phase, from 0-3 weeks of age while phase two, the finisher phase, was from 4-8 weeks of age. Feed was fed in various intensities (100, 90, 80 and 70%) and were served after proper weighing of the test diets to each treatment and then employing standard routine poultry management. The experiment lasted weeks (56 days).
Experimental Procedure
Quail starter and finisher diet were formulated and the starter diets were fed for the first three weeks.
Thereafter, feed was changed to finisher diet with same feed ingredients till the end of the experimental period. Feeding intensities were applied from start to finish for the experimental period of 0-8 weeks.
Treatment I served as the control with 100% feed supply while T 2 , T 3 and T 4 had 90%, 80% and 70% feeding levels, respectively.
Experimental Design
Two hundred (200) day old quails were weighed individually and randomly allotted to the four (4) dietary treatment regimes. Each treatment had five (5) replicates and each replicate had ten (10) birds of mixed sexes in a Completely Randomized Design (CRD) .
The procedure of SAS software (SAS Institute, 1990) for statistical analysis was employed and means were tested for significant differences using Duncan Multiple Range Test (DMRT), Duncan, (1955) .
Data Collection
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Daily record on body weight gain, feed intake and mortality were collected and analyzed at the end of the experiment. Weight gain and feed efficiency were calculated at the end of the experiment. Also, age and weight at first egg laid were recorded appropriately.
Results
The summaries of performance characteristics of birds fed different feeding intensities from week 6 to 8 are shown on Tables 1 while the comparison of average (p≤0.05) whereas at week 8, the trend took the form of week 6 (p≤0.05). Average daily weight gain was also significant (p≤0.05). T I and T 2 were the same but T 3 differs from T 4 at week 6, this trend continued till week 8. Feed consumption was significant among means (p≤0.05) at week 6-8; this might be consequent upon the differences in quantities supplied to the animal groups.
There was no mortality. 
Discussion
The statistical differences (p≤0.05) in feed consumption among the treatment means from week 6 to 8
especially, was indicative of the feeding intensity of quails (Musa, et al, 2008) . This means that birds in Weight gain was significant (p≤0.05) among the means, although T 1 was the same with T 2 and both were significantly higher than T 3 and T 4 . The results for average daily weight gain and average daily feed intake followed the same trend but at week 7, only birds in T 1 laid their 1 st egg though their body weights were not different from T 2 . At week 8 however, birds in T 2 and T 3 also reached sexual maturity even though the body weight of T 2 was different from T 3 ; quail in T 2 and T 3 had average daily weight gains of 2.65g and 2.24g, respectively.
A comparison of the feed consumption and the corresponding body weight at the end of the experiment demonstrated feeding intensity is directly proportional to body weight gain (Hassan et al, 2003) . T 4 had the least feed efficiency which should have been an advantage but the earlier deduced data from figure 4.1.2 indicated that T 4 would actually require 0.28g of feed to produce 1.0g (55g/194.34g) weight gain for it to attain 150g (for egg laying to commence). Therefore, it will be more expensive to apply 70% feeding intensity in quail production if early sexual maturity is the main aim.
A glance at the experimental diet on Table 1 indicated a balanced ration, but reduced feeding intensity especially at 70 and 80%, produced a corresponding lower body weight with statistical difference (p≤0.05) from 90 and 100% feeding intensities with an incidence o pecking. Accordingly, birds in T 1 and T 2 were heavier and bigger in size resulting T 1 birds laying the first egg before those in the other treatments thus confirming that selection for high weight lowered age of sexual maturity and that as the age of sexual maturity increased naturally, an increase was also seen in the body weight (NRC, 1991;
Metin, 2007).
Feeding intensities significantly affected the sexual maturity of quail in the four feeding regime treatments (100, 90, 80 and 70%) differently in such a way that birds on 100 and 90% came into lay at 
